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45 A Houseboy's Handbook 
Welcome to the Alpha Delta Pi sorority. This is your Houseboy's 
Handbook, which you'll need to read and understand. Think of it as your guide, 
your bit of advice left by a previous houseboy who wants to point out to you the 
nature of the job. I don't know how much experience you've had with sororities, so 
I'm going to tell you what this house is like. This is a good job, and a good place 
to live, but it is not the dorms or a co-op, and so is very different. 
I was a houseboy my senior year at UC Berkeley, living with sixty college-
aged women in a sorority house. I got room and board in exchange for doing 
household duties like serving meals and cleaning the kitchen. The work itself was 
routine and physical, and was a good balance to studying literature, but where I 
worked and lived was strange to me. For some reason--tradition, philanthropy, 
necessity--sororities at Berkeley allowed one or two men to live in their houses, 
sharing the same meals and roof but separated by social and physical boundaries. 
There is something comic about the idea of two men living with a house full of 
sorority women, something ripe for cheap jokes and innuendo. It was never funny 
to me, though. I wished that someone had told me not to take seriously the job and 
its accompanying social role, to see the absurd side and leave it at that. 
I became a houseboy because I had no place to live. At the end of my 
junior year my place was sold out from under me and the new owner didn't want to 
board students, so I spent the summer in my hometown east of Berkeley, mopping 
floors at a nearby Safeway and wondering where I'd be living in the fall. I didn't 
want to fight for a dumpy overpriced apartment, canvassing the town with a map 
and notebook, putting my name on waiting lists for landlords to show me 
apartments they had decided to rent to someone else. But I did want to live in a 
part of town away from the filth and noise and crime. I'd lost a bike the year 2 
before when my house was broken into. I was tired of stepping over homeless 
men sleeping on the sidewalks, of being asked for spare change on Telegraph 
Avenue. Hey man, I can hear the change in your pocket. Berkeley was chaotic to 
my suburban upbringing. I wanted to live somewhere that felt more familiar and 
comfortable. 
I went to the student housing service in early August, a long, low portable 
building near Durant Avenue that listed available living situations in the city. 
Classes were starting in two weeks and the office was filled with students jostling 
at the bulletin board, all writing down the same information, all planning to visit 
the same 2 BDRM 1 BTH apartments close to campus and BART. Part of the 
bulletin board was free of students and I moved over to the empty space, finding 
the listings they avoided--things like caring for children and the handicapped in 
exchange for room and board. And then: 
Houseboy wanted for academic year. Room and board plus 
stipend in exchange for household duties and maintenance. 
Students only. Ask for Mrs. Coyne at Alpha Delta Pi. 
I looked at the ad, and remembered what my sister had told me about houseboys. 
She had been in a sorority herself, and houseboys, she told me, were the guys who 
lived-in and did the kitchen work. She made the job sound useful. 
"Sometimes it's good to have a few men in the house, just in case something 
happens. Someone tried to break into a car in our back parking lot and our 
houseboy ran him off." 
I grabbed my pen and notebook from my backpack, remembering my 
sister's words and imagining myself in the job. The houseboy position appealed to 
me as one with a social role. Houseboys didn't go home after work. Houseboys 
got to hang out with sorority girls. I had never joined a fraternity, and often felt I 
had missed something about college because of that. The way my sister explained 3 
it, houseboys were respected and appreciated. It sounded almost glamorous. 
Besides, what job could be worse than mopping floors at Safeway until two in the 
morning and watching bleach eat holes in my shoes? Or arguing with a co-worker 
who later threatened to send her son down to the store to "straighten me out"? I 
wrote the number down and left the building, looking for a pay phone. 
Mrs. Coyne was the house mother at Alpha Delta Pi. Twenty-four hundred 
Channing Avenue was the address, she told me over the phone. Her voice was 
scratchy, with a flat midwestern accent. We set up a time for an interview later 
that day. 
The house on Channing Avenue was a three-story Tudor style with a 
trimmed green lawn and surrounding brick wall. It was on 'The Hill,' the part of 
Berkeley where most of the fraternity and sorority houses were, on the east side of 
campus and away from Telegraph Avenue. 
I rang the doorbell. It was answered by a young woman, petite and dark-
haired. "Yes?" she asked, a look of polite interest on her face. 
"I'm here to see Mrs. Coyne." 
The look of politeness disappeared, as if she had decided that I wasn't of 
any more interest to her once I had stated my business. She held the door open, 
allowing me in, and pointed to an open doorway behind her. An older woman 
came through the doorway, and I noticed she was wearing a wool dress although it 
was late summer. 
"Are you Erik Lew-bock?" she asked in the voice I had heard over the 
phone. 
"Yes, Lubbock." 
"Sorry. I'm Mrs. Coyne," she said.  I noticed the 'Mrs.'--it reinforced the 
idea of a house mother. I later found out that her first name was Marian, and that 4 
her nickname was 'the Coiner' behind her back. She led me into her office, and I 
saw that she walked with a slight limp. 
"Please sit down." She pointed to a pair of wing chairs, and once we were 
seated she began to talk about the house and the job, speaking as if I were already 
hired. 
"What you'll do are the daily kitchen duties and meal service--setting up the 
dining room, serving the food, cleaning the dishes and pots, and mopping the 
kitchen floor. You must also be available for whatever else that needs to be done, 
like taking out the garbage or fixing clogged toilets." 
Suddenly she stopped talking and looked at me, and I saw for the first time 
that she had blue eyes, watery and red, eyes that pinned me in place. 
"Why do you think you can do this job?" 
I told her about my job at Safeway. 
"I can imagine they were very strict," she said, as if Safeway were a place 
where lazy young college students went for the summer to get straightened out. 
'Strict' seemed like the kind of word a house mother would use, like a parent with a 
child. But I knew what she meant--discipline and responsibility--and Safeway was 
strict. Late one night an assistant manager watched me clean up the deli, not 
saying much but taking notes on his clipboard. The next night I was pulled into 
his office. 
"We expect you to make up with enthusiasm for what you lack in 
experience," he said. "I'm told that you're good with customers, but I think you 
need to put more effort into the quality of your clean-up work." He dismissed me 
with the promise that he'd come see me again. 
"Yes, they were very strict," I said, using the same word she had used. I 
left the sorority house soon after, the interview ending when Mrs. Coyne abruptly 
stood up and said, 5 
"The girls will be starting rush next week, so we need someone to start the 
job then. I'll call you tomorrow with my decision." 
There were other candidates she was interviewing next, she said,  some 
other houseboys looking to work at ADPi for the upcoming year. 
Mrs. Coyne called me the next day and offered me the job. I accepted, 
feeling a sense of affirmation at being chosen over my competition. But some 
questions nagged at me: why would the other houseboys want to switch houses? 
What had happened to them? I silenced my doubts with an easy answer, 
concluding that they had been fired from their previous jobs for being lazy or 
irresponsible. I didn't consider that maybe the other candidates weren't at fault, 
and that they wanted to switch houses because they were unhappy with their 
circumstances. Mrs. Coyne later told me that she had hired me for my mopping 
skills, but as I look back, I think that she hired me because she didn't know me. I 
had never been a houseboy before, and maybe if I knew what the other houseboys 
had known I wouldn't have taken the job. 6 
Doors and Hallways 
There are a few things I have to tell you about the girls. You may think that 
living with them will be a quick ticket to a date, simply because you'll spend so 
much time together. And who can fault you for thinking that? They're attractive 
women, certainly, and also your age. You share some things in common, like 
school. So why wouldn't a romantic relationship be possible? But that doesn't 
happen in this house--the girls here really don't give you much consideration 
beyond your job. Sure, you'll find some are nicer than others, but don't take their 
kindness to mean anything more than it is. Simply put, houseboys aren't dating 
material for the girls in this house. You are too everyday, too routine for romance. 
They find that with the fraternity boys, inside the Greek system but outside of this 
house. 
There's something else I want to tell you. Look in your desk drawer. 
Underneath that piece of cardboard you'll find some graffiti left by other 
houseboys. Read it. Nasty stuff, isn't it? All of it is aimed at Mrs. Coyne and the 
girls, and you can see that it's a legacy of sorts, a warning to be found by the next 
houseboy. To be found by you. That's why I'm writing this Handbook--to warn 
you: this job is not what you might expect, and if you don't be careful you could 
become hurt and angry very quickly. 
Your time here need not be the same as shown by this graffiti if you 
remember your role: you are a houseboy, here to serve. As long as you are inside 
the house, this is who you are. Because of this, the women you live with will seem 
like a mass of sorority girls and not individuals. They will only ask you for things, 
ask you to do chores, but don't blame them. Socially, your identity is already 
defined. 7 
Alpha Delta Pi had two houseboys, one who had worked the year before I 
was hired. Steve Zarit was a senior zoology major, Mrs. Coyne told me on the day 
I moved in. He was from Oxnard in Southern California. 
While my dad sat parked on the curb outside, I shuttled my clothes and 
books into the house. It felt strange having my father waiting out in the car, almost 
as if he was wary of coming inside the house. He and I were feeling the same 
unease but didn't want to call attention to it. 
Mrs. Coyne had blocked the front door open with a iron gargoyle doorstop, 
and I made a stack of my boxes and suitcases in the kitchen, not yet knowing 
where my room would be. I felt like a visiting guest, afraid to upset anyone by 
being in the wrong place. During one of my trips back into the house Mrs. Coyne 
introduced me to Steve. 
"Here's Steve, the other houseboy I was telling you about," she said. "He'll 
show you what to do." 
She pointed to a figure standing over by my stack of stuff. He was about 
five foot five, wearing shorts and a t-shirt, and he had glasses with a prescription 
almost as thick as mine. I shook his hand, balancing a box of books on my hip. 
We recognized each other. 
"Hi," he said. "You look familiar." We tried to figure out where we had 
seen each other before. Finally we remembered: Egyptology 112, an introductory 
class from the year before, a dreary hour-and a-half slide show of ancient 
monuments. "And the next," the professor would say, cueing the teaching assistant 
with the slide projector. Click, yawn. 
"You didn't like that class?" Steve asked. He was a weightlifter, the 
sleeves of his shirt stretched around his upper arms. 
"Well, it was boring," I said. "I always fell asleep when the lights went 
out." 8 
Steve laughed then, and that made me feel better. "The lights were always 
out in that class." 
He showed me where the houseboys' rooms were, my first look since 
accepting the job. Behind a plain door next to the kitchen gate was a small 
hallway. Inside were three more doors. 
"Go ahead and look," Steve said, pointing to the closed door on the left. 
I opened the door into a room made dark and cool by closed blinds. I 
flipped on the light. It was a closet-sized box, six-by-twelve feet. A dresser with a 
framed mirror stood in front of me, old and worn but beautiful, the finish on the 
brown oak hard and glass-like. I stepped into the room, turning towards the 
window. The ceiling was high, making the room seem taller than it was wide. A 
twin-sized bed took up most of the floor space. I dropped the box I was holding 
on the floor. 
My window looked onto a boarding house--a large, rambling building 
divided into small one-and two-bedroom apartments. The tenants used a side door 
just opposite my window and I constantly heard the faint groan of the door spring 
followed by a slam. If I opened the screen and stuck my head out I could see the 
windows of my neighbors, up three stories high. One weekend a tenant forgot to 
turn off his alarm clock and we listened to its steady electronic peep for two days. 
I saw a bike get stolen from the boarding house. While sitting at my desk 
writing a paper, I watched a man walk up to the door. He held a bag of cans in his 
hand, and his clothes were torn and dirty. He stopped in front of the door and 
tested the handle. When it opened, he dropped the bag and made his way inside. 
The door slammed shut after him, just like he lived there. I went back to writing. 
When I heard the door slam again I looked up to see the man with the dirty clothes 
quickly walking down the path, holding a bike. The rear wheel flashed in the 
sunlight as he hopped on and rode away. He left his bag of cans by the door. 9 
The owner of the bike came out minutes later with the tenant he was 
visiting. I caught bits of their conversation: ". . .was just right there. I wasn't in 
your place very long. . ." They found the bag of cans while looking around the 
doorway. I opened my window and told them what I had seen. When the police 
came the officer told us that the thief s bag of cans was just something to make him 
look like a street person rooting around. Homeless people were a common sight in 
Berkeley, although most of us looked the other way when they went through our 
garbage. The bike thief used that to his advantage. 
The sorority house was full of doors and hallways I rarely went through. 
Traditionally, men weren't allowed upstairs in sorority houses but there were 
always exceptions to the rule. What if a pledge needed her father's help when 
moving in? What if an active member's brother came to visit? The intruding male 
was required to shout out a warning: "Man on second!" or "Man on third!", letting 
the other girls know that their inner sanctum was about to be invaded. 
Sometimes Steve and I had to change a lightbulb in an upstairs room, or 
collect the bags of garbage left by the housekeeper. "Man on second!" we would 
yell out while clomping up the back stairwell. "Man on second!" we repeated 
while opening the hallway door. Usually we were met by silence. I felt silly 
saying it--to me, the idea was left over from Victorian rules that no longer applied. 
Sometimes we shouted out "Housedogs on second!", but if anyone heard us she 
didn't reply. 
When fall semester ended I stayed on a few extra days to help close the 
house. I walked the entire upstairs with Steve after the girls left, collecting trash, 
turning off lights and closing windows, and getting lost. The upstairs corridors 
and rooms were too new and too many for me to understand all at once. Steve 
knew his way around, having spent the summer in the house while it was closed. 
He showed me rooms for which I had only heard names--like Squash, where the 10 
12 pledges were 'squashed' together, a horribly messy room with clothes bursting 
out of closets and dressers and books open on the floor. I picked up Don Delilo's 
White Noise and read it over the holiday, wondering which girl had made the 
margin notes. 
So remember that you are the houseboy, which is a quaint name but also 
condescending and demeaning if you think about it. Don't take it personally. Your 
place is defined by where you work in the house--the kitchen and downstairs. It's 
like working in a restaurant with impatient customers. Remember that you are 
here to serve the girls, not to hang out with them. Remember also that Mrs. Coyne 
is your manager, and that in this house, the customers are always right. 11 
Home Work 
Living where I worked blurred what was private and what was not. It was 
like being a caretaker or a butler--someone whose livelihood depended on the 
sufferance of the employer, someone who was always available for service. I 
never left my houseboy role behind when I was finished working, and what I first 
thought would be fun--hanging out with sorority girls--became something I 
dreaded because I could never get away. 
The house changed at night once the kitchen was closed. The girls weren't 
allowed in the kitchen, and were kept out with an accordion gate which Steve and I 
locked each night. On their side they had a kitchenette, which was a smaller 
version of the larger kitchen--burner, oven, refrigerator, toaster. We stocked the 
kitchenette each night before locking the gate, putting out peanut butter and jelly, 
bread and milk. Our side, where our houseboy rooms were, was then closed off 
from the girls. They could reach through the gate to knock on our door but they 
couldn't see if we were there. 
One time I refused to give out more peanut butter to a tipsy active and her 
drunk frat boy guest for reasons I thought were justified at the time. Mrs. Coyne 
confronted me the next day. 
"One of the girls told me that you refused to give her peanut butter last 
night," she said. Over the years her authority over the girls had waned until she 
was left with managing the household--ordering food, hiring the cooks and 
housekeepers, budgeting for expenses. And supervising the houseboys. Steve told 
me when I first moved in that the houseboys caught most of Mrs. Coyne's wrath 
because she couldn't get mad at the girls anymore. 12 
"Uhh, yes, well.  .  ." I began, not knowing how much to give away about the 
girl.  "It was after one a.m., and I didn't think we were supposed to give out food 
that late." 
"It doesn't matter what time it is. You're supposed to give them what they 
can have." 
"Well, there was this guy with her, and I didn't want to give out food to 
someone else." 
"It doesn't matter that she had a guest!" Mrs. Coyne blurted, fixing me with 
her watery blue stare. 
"Mrs. Coyne," I returned, "I didn't want to say this, but the girl was drunk, 
and I didn't want to give more peanut butter to a drunk girl and her drunk 'guest' 
because it would end up as a mess I would have to clean up." 
She exploded. "I don't CARE if she was drunk! You have to give her the 
peanut butter if she asks for it!" She stalked off, and I avoided Mrs. Coyne for the 
rest of the day after that. I didn't like being thought of as a poor worker, but I felt 
trapped by what had really happened with the girl, Jenny Perry. It was too hard for 
me to admit out loud to Mrs. Coyne. 
Jenny and I had been to the same party that night, down the street at Delta 
Chi, where my roommate from the year before was an active member. I saw Jenny 
in a hallway, waiting in line for the bathroom. The toilet was co-ed, which meant 
that the Delta Chi's had cleaned it before the party in deference to their female 
guests. The brown door opened and closed as men and women went inside, 
latching it with a hook-and-eye. 
Jenny recognized me and we talked about the sorority house while leaning 
against the pitted wall, the beer-soaked carpet squishing underfoot. She asked me 
questions about 'what it was like to be a houseboy,' and although I knew she was 13 
being social mostly because of the beer she was drinking from the blue plastic cup 
in her hand, I was grateful. 
I saw her walking slowly up the street with her guest after the party, 
towards the sorority house. They went to the front door. I cut through the parking 
lot and walked up the ramp at the back of the house, letting myself in through the 
kitchen door. Jenny and her guest were in the kitchenette, on the other side of the 
gate. He sat on a stool, a cup of hot chocolate on the counter in front of him, and 
Jenny was looking through the cupboard, a styrofoam bowl in her hand. When she 
heard my footsteps she turned towards the gate. 
"Oh, good. You're here," she said. "We need some more peanut butter." 
She held up the empty bowl, scraped clean. 
"Sorry," I said, "it's too late." 
I opened our door and stepped into the hallway, closing myself off from 
Jenny's puzzled look. "Wait--" she said as I closed the door. 
It would seem naive for me to say that I wasn't interested in Jenny. I had 
hoped that maybe I might be seen as something more than a houseboy, maybe as a 
friend. Romantically, she wasn't my type--although I really had no idea what that 
was--but talking to her at the party made me feel like someone other than a 
houseboy. And that changed when she asked me for more peanut butter--a 
moment of going back to our roles on each side of the gate. She was so casual 
about the change, showing no recognition of what we had talked about outside the 
house, and all at once I saw that I would never be a guest of these girls, able to sit 
on a stool late at night sipping hot chocolate. 
A few nights later a girl reached her hand through the gate and knocked on 
our door. Steve was on the phone so I got up to see who it was and what she 
wanted, hoping it wouldn't be something tedious like scooping out more peanut 
butter or handing over a half-gallon of non-fat milk. 14 
I opened the door and saw it was Courtney, a freshman pledge, standing on 
the other side of the gate, her hands grasping the latticed gate at shoulder level like 
a prisoner. I closed the hallway door behind me. "Hi," I said, "what do you 
need?" 
"Can I have an apple?" she asked, and when I hesitated she said in a rush: 
"I know we're not supposed to have any extra food after the kitchen closes, 
but.  .  .please?" 
"I'm sorry," I began, "but I can't. Mrs. Coyne won't let us." 
"Please? I won't tell, I promise." Courtney rattled the gate slightly. Her 
fingers were white where she gripped the metal. I shook my head, no. 
"Can't you just take an apple from the bowl?" she asked. "No one will 
know. I'll eat it right here." 
Each morning Steve and I put out a bowl of fruit for breakfast--oranges, 
apples and bananas--along with the cold cereal. Every night we refilled the bowl 
and locked it up in the cupboard. Courtney knew that one apple wouldn't be 
missed. 
"But," I said, "what if someone sees you? Then I'll have to give everyone 
an apple." 
"I'll say I got it from the store. Please?" Each time she said 'please' she 
would sink a little while holding onto the gate, and twist her head to look up at me. 
The florescent tubes buzzing over Courtney's head threw shadows across her face. 
She touched her nose against the cold green metal. 
"Erik, please?" 
Courtney hung onto the gate the entire time, shaking it while I stood three 
feet away. I had gotten used to talking to the girls through the gate at night, and it 
was strange at first, like talking to people in the city jail. Sometimes I felt locked 15 
in--sometimes they seemed locked out. The gate defined our physical territory as 
well as our social boundaries and Courtney was trying to break that boundary. 
I don't remember how long we stood there, Courtney asking the same 
question and me giving the same answer. I wasn't going to give her the apple, 
because Mrs. Coyne had said not to. This time, the rules went my way and that 
was my excuse for refusing. I thought I was just being kind to Courtney by not 
leaving abruptly, by politely refusing each of her requests, but now as I look back 
on it I have to admit that I also enjoyed the sense of power I had in those few 
minutes. 16 
Breakfast Time 
Breakfast is served at 7:00 am on weekdays and 8:00 am on weekends. 
During the week, houseboys help Evelyn, the cook, set up for breakfast. She 
arrives at 6:45 am and expects the gate to be opened shortly before seven o'clock. 
Make a schedule with the other houseboy--one of you wakes up early to set up 
breakfast by 7:00, and the other sleeps in but has to clean up at 9:00. 
If you are getting up early, set your alarm for 6:50 and quickly get dressed. 
Brush your teeth and comb your hair--you can't wear a hat indoors to hide your 
messy hair because Mrs. Coyne hates hats worn indoors. You will hear Evelyn 
moving around in the kitchen, getting out a pot for the oatmeal and mixing batter 
for the french toast. If the gate isn't opened at five minutes to seven she will open 
your hallway door and say, "Who's going to open my gate?" 
Don't forget your keys. When you are ready to go into to the kitchen, squint 
a little bit--the lights will be on and will seem very bright. It will also be noisy: 
freezer and refrigerator running, Evelyn banging pots. Look through the gate at 
the kitchenette and gauge how much you will have to clean up before setting out 
breakfast. Say good morning to Evelyn. She will fix you whatever you want to eat 
after you have finished helping her set up. 
Find the key marked GATE on your keychain. Unlock the padlock and pull 
the gate away from the hasp. The gate will squeak as you push it back across the 
track, probably waking the other houseboy. Lift the track off the floor and lock it 
into place. 
Now the kitchen is open. 
Walk into the kitchenette. Breakfast is served on the counter top in here, but 
before setting out the food you must clean up whatever mess remains from the 
night before. Remove the discarded cups of hot chocolate. Pick up the empty 17 
styrofoam bowls that once held peanut butter and jelly. Throw away the tea bag 
wrappers, the sticky plastic knives and spoons. You will notice the floor isn't as 
clean as it was last night after you finished mopping. 
Go get a damp towel from the kitchen and wipe off anything left on the 
kitchenette counter. Do not set out breakfast on a sticky, messy counter top. Mrs. 
Coyne hates that. Never mind that the girls are supposed to clean up their own 
mess in the kitchenette--they never do it, even though the house president assigns a 
girl to the task. Go ahead and read the sign on the wall where each week a new 
name is written: 
THE VOLUPTUOUS KITCHENETTE 
CLEANER OF THE WEEK IS: 
The first time I saw the sign I asked Steve what it meant. 
"The girls rarely clean up after themselves," he explained. "But since one 
girl is supposed to do it, everyone else doesn't bother. Why should they? 'It's not 
my week,' they'll say." 
"Well, that's stupid. Then the girl who is supposed to clean it up, won't. 
She'll say it wasn't her mess." 
"Exactly. You'll have to clean it up yourself." 
A few days later it was my turn to set out breakfast, during Gretchen's week 
to clean up the kitchenette. She was the social chair in the sorority, and I was wary 
of her because she seemed so aloof and in control. Don't be bitter was the advice 
she often gave out to her sisters, as if it was wrong to take things personally. To 
me her words of advice seemed to say: No one will hurt me. 
The kitchenette was messy. I opened the gate and began to clean up, 
starting with some trash on the floor. A girl walked in while I was kneeling down, 18 
and I looked up to see Gretchen walking towards me from the hallway. She was 
wearing white cross-trainers and navy blue sweats, holding a cup of coffee. 
"What's for breakfast?" she asked. 
"Cold cereal," I answered, straightening up. A pause as I threw the paper 
plate into the garbage can. 
"Again?" she asked. 
I looked at her, then looked at the sign with her name on it just over her 
shoulder, feeling confused and angry all at once. 
"The same as usual," I said curtly. I couldn't bring myself to tell her that I 
thought she should have been cleaning up the kitchenette instead of me. Gretchen 
turned around and moved off towards the TV room. 
Mrs. Coyne walked in as I was setting down a tray of cereal. She watched 
as I put the tray squarely on top of the crumbs and smeared strawberry jelly. It 
stuck as I set it down. 
"What are you doing?" Mrs. Coyne asked, standing in the same place 
Gretchen had been a few moments before. 
I didn't answer right away, caught. 
"Setting out breakfast." I said. 
"I know that," she snapped, "but why haven't you cleaned the counter first? 
You know you're supposed to clean the kitchenette before breakfast, don't you?" 
"Mrs. Coyne, according to that sign," I pointed to the wall and quoted, "the 
voluptuous kitchenette cleaner of the week is Gretchen." 
"I don't CARE what the sign says! You have to clean up the mess BEFORE 
you put out breakfast! Now do it." 
Mrs. Coyne walked off. I looked up and saw Gretchen, standing in the 
hallway between the TV room and the kitchenette, stopped in mid-stride, 
newspaper in one hand and coffee cup in the other. I realized that she had heard 19 
me arguing with Mrs. Coyne, had heard me read her name from the sign. We 
looked at each other for a moment, and then Gretchen turned to the staircase and I 
heard her clomping steps as she went back upstairs. I felt a small bit of relief: Mrs. 
Coyne had forced out of me what I had wanted to say to Gretchen, and Gretchen 
had heard me. 
Months later I found a card on the floor of the kitchenette--the kind of small 
white folded card that comes with flowers or roses. Outside it was addressed to 
'Gretchen' and inside it said 'I love you'. There was no name, but the handwriting 
was a guy's--kind of crabbed and shrunken, not the expressive, rounded style that 
the girls used. The words also seemed crabbed and shrunken, like the guy who 
wrote them was trying to convince himself that they were true. 20 
Washing Pots 
While the left sink fills with water, pour in the pink granulated institutional 
soap, stirring it so that it doesn't clump at the bottom of the sink. Then you add 
some of the yellow bleaching agent, hard and crusty, chopping up the granules 
with a spoon. Then while the suds continue to form you pull on the vinyl apron 
that comes down to the knees, tying it off in the back. A pair of elbow-length green 
rubber gloves completes the outfit. The water is hot--don't burn yourself The 
gloves'll help. If it's warm outside, open the window a bit to let in some air. Make 
sure you take off your watch. 
Before you begin take a look to your left and notice the stacks of pots, pans, 
and serving dishes that crowd the stainless steel sideboard--you have to wash and 
rinse every last dish. You have to scoop out the remaining oatmeal in the battered, 
blue-handled pot left over from breakfast. You have to scrub away the crust left in 
the corners of the flat stainless steel baking pans, from the crumb cake Evelyn 
made this afternoon. You have to clean the plastic containers that once held 
things like tuna fish or pickles, trying not to spill the pickle brine on your shoes. 
Steve prefers to wash the pots without gloves. He says he can feel when a 
pan is clean. Often times I have to go back and scrub again because I can't feel 
with the gloves on. But I tell Steve that the water cools off too fast unless it's 
extremely hot, which means some pots get cleaned with lukewarm water. Each 
night we discuss the differences in our techniques. 
After each piece is scrubbed in the left sink, drop in into the right. 
Sometimes I fill the right sink and plug the drain so that the dishes will rinse 
themselves. Other times I just let the cool water flow into the right sink, rinsing 
over each dish as I set it down. When the right sink becomes full, pull out the 
clean and rinsed dishes, shake them off and put them on the sideboard to your 21 
right where they will dry by themselves. As the left sideboard loses its dirty dishes 
the right side will fill with clean ones. You'll find an easy rhythm: clean to dirty, 
from hot to cold sink. 
Come back in a few hours to put away the dry pots and pans. Sometimes a 
pan won't be completely dry--use a towel and finish the job. Don't forget to dry off 
the water that gathers on the sideboard--Mrs. Coyne gets mad when the kitchen 
isn't left completely clean. You might make the case that water isn't really dirty 
and that it will dry eventually, but it's not polite to talk back to Mrs. Coyne. 22 
The Hobart Dishwasher 
Hobart was the brand name for the institutional dishwasher we used at the 
sorority house to clean the everyday dishes. It was a big stainless-steel box that 
opened on the sides to allow racks of dishes to slide through. The wash cycle took 
about three minutes from start to finish, making quick work of the nightly 
dishwork. 
Usually the hashers took care of the dishes. 'Hasher' was a slang term for a 
male student who worked for food, helping to serve and clean up dinner during the 
week. They didn't live in the house like Steve and I did. At ADPi all five hashers 
were swimmers and water polo players. Some were in fraternities. All had large 
appetites from their daily swim workouts, and so hashing was a quick way to get 
fed. They appeared each afternoon about a half-hour before dinner, most coming 
by motorcycle straight from practice, hair still wet from the shower. 
After dinner was over the hashers cleaned the dishes, running an assembly 
line. One hasher would scrape off the debris into a big garbage can and stack the 
plate into the washing rack, which he would push towards the hasher operating the 
machine. He slid the rack into the Hobart and pulled down the handle to start the 
wash cycle, filling the room with noise and steam. 
It was fast, satisfying work. Plates and glasses went from smeary, 
lipsticked messes to shiny clean in three minutes. The stacks of plates were heavy, 
substantial. You were lifting things, moving your body quickly and efficiently. 
Now and then a girl would come in with her plate and hand it to you. Sometimes 
she would be hesitant, shyly saying thanks. Other girls just tossed the plates down 
on the stainless steel sideboard, ignoring us completely. 
Even though this was our job there still was a tension and a recognition of 
roles in these moments when the girls brought their plates to us. I don't think 23 
students living in the dorms experienced a similar moment, although the dorms 
had a similar dining arrangement. Like the sorority, students in the dorms ate food 
that was prepared for them, paying for the service. And in both places someone 
else cleaned up. But I don't think dorm students ever thought twice about who was 
cleaning up, or ever felt uncomfortable while handing over dirty plates. At the 
sorority, however, the roles were more sharply defined: men cleaning up for 
women, the girls handing over plates to male students their own age. There were 
no women hashers that I knew of and I had heard of no woman ever being a 
houseboy, so the bondaries between us seemed huge in these brief moments. 
Nevertheless, I wasn't concerned with any of this while working because the work 
distracted me. If Hemingway's Nick Adams was a houseboy he would have liked 
cleaning up after dinner best. The work had a beginning and an end. It was 
complete each day. 24 
Mopping Floors 
Get the mop out of the hall closet where the cleaning supplies are. Wheel 
the yellow mop bucket into the kitchen, over by the pots-and-pans sinks. Make 
sure the mop squeegee is attached. It's kind of like a clothes press, where you put 
in the mop head to squeeze out the excess water. 
If the other houseboy is washing the pans, then your job is to mop the floor. 
Steve and I usually alternate nights, although I always think of him as the pot 
washer and myself as the mopper. Get ready for mopping by sweeping up all the 
dry debris you can find from all of the floor spaces in the kitchen. Don't forget 
under the stove. If you do a poor job of sweeping all the left-over crumbs will stick 
to the wet mop and you'll spread junk everywhere. It only takes a few chunks of 
food left on the floor to convince Mrs. Coyne that you didn't mop properly. 
When the other houseboy finishes with the pots it's your turn to get to work. 
Hoist the mop bucket into the left sink. Swing the faucet over the bucket and turn 
on the hot water. While it fills, get out the industrial-strength institutional pack 
detergents: the pink, the yellow, as well as some of the bleach. More pink than 
yellow, and not much bleach at all. That's mostly for the smell, because Mrs.. 
Coyne and Evelyn think that the floor isn't clean unless it stinks of bleach. Don't 
spill it on your hands. 
Rinse out the mop head while the suds form in the bucket. Then pull the 
whole bucket out of the sink and set it on the floor. Be careful, because the bucket 
now weighs a lot more with the water in it.  Try not to slosh it around. Put the 
squeegee handle back onto the bucket and set the rinsed mop head right into the 
suds, getting it saturated. 
Wheel the bucket over to where you want to begin. I usually mop the 
kitchenette first so it will dry first. Then we can close and lock the gate by seven 25 
o'clock, the time that Mrs. Coyne wants the kitchen closed for the night. Pull out 
the dripping mop head and put in into the squeegee. Carefully push the handle 
towards the floor--the lever action smashes the metal plate against the mop head, 
pushing out the excess water. Now you are ready to mop. 
I use a simple back-and-forth motion, from left to right. Like washing the 
pots and pans, there is a rhythm to mopping. I make figure- eights, turning the mop 
head over every few lines or so. You can see your progress: the dry, smeared floor 
becomes shiny clean, like washing your car's windows at the gas station. It feels 
good to see such quick results. Every now and then you'll need to rinse out the 
mop head with fresh water from the bucket. Don't forget to squeegee each time or 
else the mop will be too heavy to move. 
Make sure you mop everywhere in the kitchen, including the dishwashing 
room where the Hobart is and the hallway by the back door. Dump out your dirty 
mop water into the left sink when you finish. Rinse out your mop head as well. 
You can see the dirt come out as you rinse. If you skip this part the mop head will 
get smelly and Mrs. Coyne will think you are slacking. Wheel the clean mop and 
bucket back into the hall closet and lock the hallway door. 
You can now close the gate. Make sure the floor near the gate track is dry 
or else it will rust (if you look closely you can see the rust marks). Use paper 
towels to help dry the floor. 
Unlock the padlock. Swing the track out and down, making sure the pin on 
the bottom goes into the hole in the floor. Now you can slide the gate closed--pull 
hard on the edge of the accordion, making sure your fingers don't get pinched. 
The gate will squeak and scrape along the track as it stretches across the 
space between kitchen and kitchenette. Lock the edge of the gate into the hasp on 
the wall, snapping the padlock shut. The kitchen is now closed until morning. 
Turn off the lights. 26 
The Hot Chocolate Incident 
There was a hot chocolate machine in the kitchenette, like the kind you see 
in cafeterias and coffee shops. It was a novelty at the house, and it was free. Put a 
Styrofoam cup beneath the spout and press the WHIP button, and in fifteen seconds 
you'd have a cup of cocoa, sweet and hot. Steve and I could hear the machine 
working at night when some of the girls came into the kitchenette for a snack, and 
each morning we cleaned up the half-empty cups they abandoned. The machine 
needed to be refilled with chocolate syrup whenever the machine started to sputter 
more water than cocoa. 
But there was a struggle over how often the machine was refilled. 
Sometimes hot chocolate was in demand, like when it was cold outside or when 
girls brought guests over, but the house mother thought refilling the machine more 
than twice a month was too expensive. Although her authority over the girls had 
shrunk she could still withhold privileges like hot chocolate. 
"Mrs. Coyne, the hot chocolate machine's empty," a girl would say, which 
was an indirect way of asking for it to be refilled. 
"Yes, I know, but we're not refilling it this week," she would answer, fixing 
the girl with the same stare she used on Steve and me. She would then tell us not 
to refill the machine, no matter how many girls asked. 
And some girls did ask, pointing out that the machine was empty and 
ignoring Mrs. Coyne's edict. Most of the girls simply accepted the empty machine, 
passing it by as it sat mutely on the counter. But some of the girls--the ones who 
always seemed to want something--would stop us. Why don't you refill the hot 
chocolate? they asked. After all, we pay our house bills for things like hot 
chocolate, and I can't understand why you don't refill it now. It didn't matter who 
made the speech because the delivery was always the same, indignant and 27 
incredulous from each girl who asked. Steve and I wearily answered that Mrs. 
Coyne wouldn't let us refill the machine this week because you waste the 
chocolate. 
I thought it was silly that some of the girls were making an issue out of a 
restaurant-style hot chocolate dispenser, one that made a whirring sound when you 
pressed the button and that had a picture of a steamy white cup on its fake wood 
side panels. Yes, it was neat-o. But it was just hot chocolate. 
One day after lunch Evelyn stopped me before I went to clean the dishes. 
Steve was in class, as were most of the girls, except for a few who were watching 
TV after eating lunch. 
"Mrs. Coyne says you can fill the chocolate machine." 
"Really?" I said. "Won't the girls be pleased." 
She laughed at my sarcasm. "Go get the can from the basement." 
Evelyn was a middle-aged woman, big and grandmotherly. She lived in a 
rough neighborhood in Oakland where sometimes gunshots and police kept her 
awake at night. Even so, she rarely missed a day, starting breakfast each weekday 
morning before seven and not going home until after dinner was finished. 
Back in the kitchen, I opened the drum with a restaurant-style can opener, 
running my finger through the syrup stuck to the lid. Gooey and deep brown, the 
syrup was like the pool in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. And sweet! I 
tossed the lid into the garbage can, and grabbing the open drum with both hands, I 
carefully walked over to the kitchenette. I didn't want to spill. 
The machine stood empty on the counter, cleaned and field-stripped: top 
open, chrome lid and plastic inserts set down beside. I had filled it before, but 
each time was a tight-rope walk between success and mess, like putting a new 
bottle on the office water cooler--but there you can spill some without much harm. 
I lifted the can of syrup to the top of the machine. 28 
Something went wrong. I listened for the syrup to hit the bottom of the 
machine but heard nothing. I looked around its side and saw most of the syrup 
running down the back. A cool stickiness began to run down my left arm. 
I tried to right the can, but it slipped out of my hands and fell towards the 
floor, bouncing past me on the way. Clunk. I turned around and saw the drum 
laying on its side, a wide slick of chocolate coming out of the open end like oil 
from a crippled tanker. In a few moments I was surrounded by syrup. 
Evelyn, peeling potatoes in the kitchen, looked over to see what had 
happened. "Oh my." She dropped potato she was working on and came over to 
the kitchenette, strips of potato skin sticking to her fingers. 
The girls watching One Life to Live in the TV room peeked around the 
corner and then came over when they saw the spill. 
"Was that the hot chocolate?" one of them asked. "Do we have any more?" 
After the girls figured out that I was OK they went back to the TV room. 
Evelyn took a break, sitting down on a stool near the slick, and suggested ways to 
clean it up. Mrs. Coyne came in and sat down next to Evelyn, having heard the 
commotion from her rooms. 
"Well, I guess we won't refill the machine again this week," she said. 
I mopped and sponged for about an hour, trying to clean the brown goo 
from the places it had seeped into. It was underneath the cabinets, where the floor 
meets the wood. It was in the drawers, where it had dripped down from the 
counter top. It was on my face. And while I cleaned I thought about what would 
happen next. Word would get out that the machine hadn't been refilled because I 29 
had spilled the drum and I was afraid of that. I was afraid of being an easy target 
for blame, of facing angry girls denied their paid-for hot chocolate. I imagined the 
girls spreading the word around upstairs, my name and guilt seeping through the 
rooms like the syrup I had spilled. 30 
Dinnertime 
Dinner set up starts at 4:30 p.m. This is for the hashers to do--they set up, 
serve, and clean up the dishes each night. But often times they are late, so don't 
wait for them to arrive. Mrs. Coyne wants the dining room ready regardless of 
who does the work. 
ADPi serves dinner buffet-style, the girls serving themselves. Every night 
the buffet table needs to be prepared. First pull the table out from the wall, 
making room for the girls to line up on each side. Cover the serving table with the 
thick, cloth-backed coverlet stored by the ice machine. Get the other houseboy to 
help you spread the cover, because it's too big and heavy for you to unfold on your 
own. Don't let Mrs. Coyne catch you trying, either--she has seen the coverlet 
dropped too many times. 
Tell Evelyn when the buffet table is covered. She'll point out the serving 
dishes that need to be placed on the table such as the Shafing dishes or a hot plate. 
Each night the accessories are different depending on the meal being served. If 
you are using a hot plate, plug it in and turn it on right away or else it won't be hot 
enough when dinner is served. Make sure there is a pad underneath the hot plate 
so the coverlet won't melt. Place two stacks of clean plates at the end of the table. 
Set the dining tables next. Each table needs individual place settings--a 
paper placemat, a water glass, two forks, a knife and a spoon. Each table gets two 
pitchers of ice water. The ice machine is by the stairwell--scoop ice into each 
pitcher until it's about one-fourth full. The ice machine sometimes doesn't work 
very well, so conserve the ice that's already made. 
The dining room is now ready. Go tell Evelyn. She will then show you 
which dishes of food need to be taken out to the buffet table. Walk slowly and try 
not to spill anything--if you waste any food, you might not get fed. 31 
Dinner begins at five o'clock. Houseboys and hashers must wait to serve 
themselves until all the girls have gone through the line. Do not eat dinner with 
the girls--houseboys and hashers must sit apart at a separate dining table or in the 
TV room. During dinner, the hashers are required to keep the buffet table stocked, 
and to re-fill water pitchers. However, sometimes the hashers must be reminded of 
their responsibilities. Don't let them take advantage of you. 32 
Folding My Sister's Laundry 
Evelyn used to leave us lists of the canned food she wanted brought up 
from the basement. After we had finished the dishes and mopping one of us would 
go downstairs and bring up what was on the shopping list. The basement was like 
any other with unfinished concrete walls and a musty smell, and was lit by bare 
bulbs that threw shadows. I discovered that Leslie Ramsey used to study down 
here because no one else did. She was a pledge and had picked ADPi because they 
offered her a place to live when she had none, just like me. 
The laundry machines were also down here, next to a Coke machine that 
charged 45 cents for a soda. I used to do my laundry during the week because I 
could never get near the machines on the weekends. 
But during the week the machines were free, the girls studying at the library 
on Mondays and Tuesdays. On Thursdays the girls usually had an exchange to go 
to--a party of sorts that a fraternity hosts with a sorority, inviting other houses to 
join. Most exchanges were ritual yearly events, each house having its theme 
events which they made big. DG Anchor Splash or Sigma Nu Barnyard or 
something like that. Most of the active members went to the exchanges, and the 
pledges were required to go. There's a joke that goes along with this: How many 
Greeks does it take to screw in a lightbulb? Five. One to screw in the lightbulb 
and four to make t-shirts. 
I remember doing my laundry one night soon after Fall semester started. It 
was quiet. Even on study nights the house had kind of a rhythm to its noise but not 
on this night. I carried my laundry basket down into the basement, holding the list 
of canned food Evelyn wanted for the next day. 
Two lines were strung across the ceiling in the laundry room, draped with 
panty hose when I walked in. Hmmm. Unmentionables. I went over to the 33 
washer and dumped in my clothes and detergent, shoving three quarters into the 
slots to start the cycle. I noticed that both dryers were running as I went back 
upstairs, carting a box full of canned food I had pulled out of the Commissary. 
An hour later I returned, the washer winding down the rinse cycle as I 
walked in. One of the dryers was still running. I went over to the dryer that was 
silent and opened the door, finding clothes inside: sweatshirts, underwear and 
jeans. I began to pull out the warm clothes, folding them as I went, when I heard 
the basement door open and shut. Footsteps came down the stairs. I continued to 
fold, coming across a few bras and some underwear, some white cotton briefs like 
the kind I had seen my sister sometimes wash. Fold, fold. Clomp, clomp, clomp. 
I betcha I'm folding her clothes--the girl who's coming down here right now. 
She came to the bottom of the stairs and turned the corner, coming into 
view. It was Leslie Ramsey, one of the pledges. "Hi, Erik," she said. 
I said hello back and smiled, but quickly put down the jeans I was holding. 
"I needed the dryer, so I pulledoutyourclothes.  .  ." 
"Oh," she said, "that's OK, I wasn't really--" 
"I didn't want to lump your clothes on the table," I said, breaking in. "Look, 
I've got a sister, so it's not like I haven't seen women's underwear before." 
She laughed. "Hey, I've got two brothers. And I bet you wear those ugly 
white briefs." 
I laughed uncomfortably and shifted around the table, trying to cover my 
embarrassment. I had tried to be nonchalant about the clothes, brazenly folding 
them as if they were my sister's, but when discovered I felt like I was doing 
something wrong. The women I lived with were not like my sister, no matter how 
much I tried to think otherwise. Leslie pretended not to notice my embarrassment, 
which was one of the nicest things anyone had done for me since I had become the 
houseboy. 34 
I asked her where she was from to change the subject. I found out that she 
was a sophomore originally from Texas but had lived in several states before 
coming to California. 
After our meeting in the laundry room, Leslie began to spend time in the 
kitchenette at night after the gate was closed, talking to Steve and me. She didn't 
like being a pledge very much, she said, living in Squash with her eleven pledge 
sisters. She wore a walkman stereo to help her get to sleep at night. While we 
talked to her through the gate the light came in through her side and outlined her in 
black, making the shadows of the kitchenette into a confessional. 35 
Taking Out The Garbage 
Daytime is best for collecting the upstairs garbage. The housekeeper will 
stack the plastic bags near the stair doorway on eackfloor. The girls will also set 
out whatever trash they want thrown away. 
Get the other houseboy to help you. Go up the back staircase, making noise 
as you go so you won't surprise any girls when you open the landing door on the 
second and third floors. When you step onto the floor make sure to call out "Men 
on second!" No one will answer, but shout it out anyway. If you surprise someone 
without a warning you can be sure Mrs. Coyne will hear that you two were lurking 
about upstairs. Yeah, lurking. It's one of the girls' favorite words, used to 
describe anyone hanging around who shouldn't be. Sometimes you'll hear them 
say it: "There were these lurkers on second last night because So-and-so let them 
in." If you go where you're not expected, you'll be branded a lurker. 
Take the bags and toss them down the stairs. They usually won't break 
unless there's glass or something heavy inside. You should be able to figure out 
which bags you can safely toss when you pick them up. Make a big pile at the 
bottom of the stairs, by the fire exit door. 
Go back upstairs and get the trash from the third floor. Make sure you get 
the stuff the girls left--the empty pizza boxes, the Nordstrom shopping bags full of 
old Cosmopolitan and Vogue issues, the discarded cardboard decorations from 
the last social function. One time Steve and I found two cardboard tiaras from the 
girls' "Italian Wedding" party and we put them on, admiring the glitter and faux 
gemstones while we took out the rest of the trash. 
Turn off the fire alarm before opening the fire door. Prop it open with a 
box or a heavy bag. Then carry the bags out front to the garbage cans. You can 
drag the bags over the lawn if they're heavy, but if Mrs. Coyne sees you she'll tell 36 
you to carry the bags around the house, using the sidewalk and staying out of the 
yard. It doesn't look good, she'll say, for you to be dragging bags of trash across 
the lawn. I guess it looked like we were dragging bodies in those black bags. But 
even if Mrs. Coyne isn't around to see don't drag the bags across the concrete. 
They'll rip open, spreading the garbage out all over and giving you more to clean 
up. You'll have to carry them. 
Stuff each hag in the cans out in front. You can usually fit all the trash in 
the three cans, but sometimes the trash man doesn't pick up twice a week like he's 
supposed to--then you'll have to hide the bags under the ramp in back until the 
cans get emptied. Save yourself some extra work: go look at the cans before you 
take out the garbage. 37 
Sunday Night Dinners 
On Sunday nights Steve and I served dinner, usually a pasta dish. 
Something easily prepared--Evelyn knew we weren't cooks. But the Sunday 
dinners never seemed to work out as Evelyn had planned, and each Sunday we 
learned something new about preparing large amounts of food. 
On one Sunday afternoon Steve and I met back at the house. The hashers 
didn't show up for Sunday night dinners so we had to do all the set-up and clean-up 
ourselves. It was early Spring semester, and lasagna was the night's fare. Dinner 
was to be served at 5 o'clock. 
"Baby, make sure you pre-heat the oven." Evelyn had said to us on Friday 
before she went home, Steve and I standing in front of her like two little boys. 
Evelyn made you feel like that--safe and childlike. Once I got a new pair of 
glasses and was worried that they looked different. I asked Evelyn about them 
when I got back to the house. 
"Do you like my new glasses?" 
"Well," she said, "you still look like Erik to me." I felt reassured when she 
said that. 
"Make sure you pre-heat that oven." Evelyn said again to us. Steve and I 
nodded our heads. 
"Turn up the oven to 500 before you put in the lasagna," she went on. "But 
make sure you turn the temp down to 375 when the lasagna is cooking or else 
you'll burn it.  It shouldn't take more than a half-hour." 
Steve said, "OK. Pre-heat the oven. Got it." 
Come Sunday afternoon, Steve and I were standing in front of the 
institutional stove-and-oven, a large stainless steel and black iron box with red 38 
knobs. Squat legs anchored the stove to the floor and a conical hood swept up to 
the ceiling like a witch's cap. 
"OK, now.  .  .uh, pre-heat. Umm. Uh-huh." Steve mumbled. He turned the 
temperature knob past 500 degrees to light the pilot. 
Click click click click WOOSH. 
Steve turned the knob back to 500. "The lasagna'll go in at 4:30." 
"OK," I said. "The oven should be plenty hot by then." 
That was ten minutes of pre-heat time. Wasn't that enough? That's how I 
always did it at home--turn the oven on and wait for the little red light to turn off. 
Click! Oven's pre-heated! Put in the pizza. 
I put in the lasagna ten minutes later. Steve was busy setting out utensils 
and dishes on the island, where the girls would serve themselves. A rack of 
glasses and pitchers of ice-water stood over to the side, on a table near our hallway 
door. 
At five o'clock I pulled out the lasagna, using oven mitts although the pan 
didn't feel too hot. Steve was setting out napkins next to the basket of utensils. 
Mrs. Coyne had opened the hallway door a few minutes earlier and was now 
standing across the island from us, clicking her bracelets against the metal. Girls 
were beginning to line up, coming down the front stairs to stand in the hallway 
behind Mrs. Coyne, who was set to start dinner. 
"Are we ready?" she asked, leaning down a bit so she could see us through 
the dividing counter. I nodded to her, setting down the warm pan of lasagna next 
to the stack of dishes. I pulled off the foil wrapping and Steve plunked a serving 
spoon down into the lasagna. Dinner was served. Mrs. Coyne pulled the first plate 
off of the stack and dished up some pasta. Steve and I moved off a ways, waiting 
to get our dinner until after the girls had gone through the line. 
"What's this?" said Gretchen, appearing in line. 39 
"Lasagna," said Steve. 
"We always have this," she said, scooping some lasagna onto her plate. 
The girls moved through the line. Gretchen came back into the kitchen, 
holding her plate of food. 
"This is still cold!" she said, holding her plate out for us to inspect. 
Steve said, "Hunh?" Girls serving themselves stopped. 
I walked over to the counter and pulled a plate off the stack, not ready to 
believe that the girls were right. I scooped some lasagna onto my plate. Steve 
handed me a fork, watching me. 
I took a bite and it was cold--not even lukewarm--but cold like a microwave 
dinner cooked in a dim-watted machine. My face flushed. 
Dinner was postponed by twenty minutes as Steve and I put the remaining 
lasagna back into the oven, which by now was hot. I guess we had forgotten to 
turn it off and by now it was blazing. 
The lasagna was good when fully cooked. Most of the girls had already left 
to eat elsewhere, but some of the girls waited and we ate together in the TV room, 
drawn together while waiting for dinner to be ready. There was a feeling of 
solidarity, of support that these patient girls gave me, as if they wanted to counter 
their sisters who had left.  I felt forgiven. 
"You gotta pre-heat that oven," Evelyn said to Steve and me on Monday 
morning. 
"But we did," I protested. "Five hundred degrees for ten minutes!" 
"Ten minutes?" she said, and I nodded. 
"Baby, that's a big oven, not like those electric ones your momma had. That 
oven needs at least a half-hour to warm up." 40 
Hasher Appreciation 
On Hasher Appreciation Night the girls gave each of us a six-pack of 
Budweiser. The next day the house mother said the girls should have waited until 
we had finished cleaning the kitchen, because we drank the beer right away. Five 
hashers and two houseboys crammed into my room and drank every bottle while 
Evelyn finished cleaning up. 
It was a Wednesday night, and the girls had planned to give the traditional 
celebration to their help. The house president had the pledges paint a sign with 
that smelly grade-school paint: THANK YOU HASHERS. There wasn't any 
special mention of Steve and me--the live-in houseboys--but the beer made me 
forget that. The girls smiled and thanked us for all of our work, and handed each 
of us a six-pack. We ate in the dining room on this special occasion rather than in 
the TV room where we usually ate, watching basketball games and pretending not 
to hear the girls call for more food or water. Tonight we were served by the girls, 
and the hashers were merciless. Pat, indignant: "Hey! You put jello salad on my 
mashed potatoes!" Roy, in his best whiny voice: "Crackers! We want some 
crackers!" Five swimmers with huge appetites, hashers on their version of Boxing 
Day. Getting beer just made things worse. 
The hashers all rode motorcycles, big sleek land sharks with too much 
horsepower and not enough sound baffling in the tailpipes. After doing the dishes 
each night they would warm up their bikes while adjusting their helmets and 
putting on their gloves. It was a college version of the Hell's Angels: each rider 
wore a gray CAL sweatshirt, flimsy topsiders--no socks--and fifty-dollar faded 
GAP jeans. And the sound was one continuous roar, rising and falling in pitch as 
each rider throttled the engine. Then they would take off like shot rubber bands 41 
and cut into the traffic on Piedmont Avenue, leaving Steve and me to carry the 
garbage out to the cans in front. 
Tonight was different. The hashers stood around after dinner, each holding 
a six pack of beer, not sure if they were supposed to clean up. Steve had told us 
earlier that the girls were going to do it, but most of them had already disappeared. 
We all looked at each other for a moment, and then Steve walked towards the stack 
of dishes by the Hobart. 
I walked into the kitchen to begin filling the big stainless steel sink with 
soap and hot water. As I pulled on the gloves, Charlie tapped me on the shoulder. 
He was big and imposing at times, puffing out his chest in mock belligerence 
whenever Steve or I told him to do something, but usually he seemed gentle and 
innocent, probably because he wore round eyeglasses and grinned like a seven-
year old. He held up his six-pack. 
"I think we should drink some of this beer, don't you?" he said. 
I looked past Charlie and saw the other hashers already walking towards our 
hallway door, twisting the tops off the bottles and gulping beer. 
"OK." I pulled of my gloves. 
Steve was shoving a rack of dishes into the Hobart. I called to him, and 
pointed to our rooms. He nodded and closed the dishwasher. The room filled with 
heat and noise and I heard him say: "We'll do this later." 
Steve and I followed Charlie into our hallway and Evelyn watched us as we 
disappeared through the door. 
Boat races. Beer flowed down our chins and splattered on the hardwood 
floor. Bottles clinked as the empties were dropped or stuffed back into the 
cardboard. Jeff sat on my bed, flipping through a Cindy Crawford calendar. Pat 
put on AC/DC, twisting the volume knob until ragged guitars and thumping bass 42 
filled the room. A voice rasped the lyrics: Dirty deeds and they're done dirt 
cheap. Charlie found the bottle rockets on the top shelf above my cubbyhole desk. 
"Hey!" he said, "let's shoot some of these off!" We banged out the hallway door 
and filed past Evelyn as she was washing the pots. She turned and frowned at me 
as I went by. I thought about stopping and helping her, but Roy was behind me, 
pushing me and saying: C'mon, let's go. Let's go onto campus and shoot these 
rockets off I went along, following the rest of the group out the door. 
We went to Evans Hall, one of the tallest buildings on campus. It was near 
the Campanile and had a great view of the Bay from the tenth floor. The sun was 
dipping below the Bay Bridge as we lit the first rockets from the balcony. PHISH! 
and then a muted pop way down below us. We held the rockets in our hands, 
purple sticks and sputtering fuses, until they took off. Berkhoff dropped the 
yellow BIC lighter over the side while fumbling with a lit rocket, which he let go 
in the wrong direction. It bounced off the windows of the conference room behind 
us, exploding a few feet from Pat. We decided to leave before the campus police 
arrived. 
On the way back to the sorority house, Charlie pulled some more rockets 
out of his jacket pocket. "What'll we do with these? It'd be a shame to waste 'em." 
We were passing by the Hearst Gymnasium. Echoed sounds of Intramural 
basketball came from an open window on the second floor--squeak of shoes, 
bounce of ball, shouts, a whistle. We stopped, and looked at the window. A 
balcony bordered it, just wide enough to fit two people. Steve handed me a book 
of matches. Pat and Roy boosted me up onto the ledge. I swung myself over the 
rough, rounded concrete just as Charlie came up behind me, his head bumping into 
my shoe. 
We placed the remaining rockets along the window ledge, aimed into the 
gym. It was to be a barrage. Charlie lit the fuses on his end, and I on mine. "Go!" 43 
he shouted. I smelled the sulfurous smoke as I flipped back over the side, falling 
heavily on the grass below. Everyone else was already running up Bancroft, 
yelling at us to hurry. Charlie thumped down beside me, and I turned to run but he 
caught my sleeve. "Wait," he said, his eyeglasses askew, "let's listen." Not every 
rocket went off, but those that did created a stir. PHISH! Pop! Pop! We heard 
shouts from inside the gym. Instead of running, we slowly walked down the lawn 
onto the sidewalk, just two curious onlookers wondering what the commotion was 
inside the gymnasium, but now on their way again. 
We caught up with the rest of the group on College Avenue, Pat grabbing 
my arm and saying, "Did you hear it? Did you hear it?" A moment of everyone 
talking at once passed by--pure excitement--and as we marched up towards 
Bancroft I felt confusion and connection all at once, a feeling of daring and 
danger. Maybe somewhere in the back of my head I understood the destructive 
and juvenile nature of what we had done, but none of that mattered because for 
once I felt part of a group. It was a brotherhood fueled by alcohol and vandalism, 
but it was a connection nonetheless, and for a few brief moments I no longer 
thought of the hashers as hashers--that is, how they appeared to me inside the 
house. Instead, we briefly made our own definition of a group, of belonging, and 
in a flash of recognition I understood the girls of ADPi. I was envious of them. 
The feeling of belonging was powerful and hypnotic, making me think and act in 
unison with the other hashers without considering how anyone outside of our 
group might see it. 
Nor did I care at the time. Nothing in my mind protested when I was 
boosted up onto the balcony outside the gym. It was OK that I was lighting bottle 
rockets off towards people--Charlie was there with me, and Steve had handed me 44 
the matches. It didn't matter that we had left the house without cleaning the 
dishes, that Evelyn had to do it all herself. We were all together. 
The hashers left when we got back to the house, kick starting their 
motorcycles and waving good-bye to Steve and me. Our fraternity had ended. 45 
Outsiders 
The scenes I remember most from my houseboy days are the ones that 
showed the girls at their worst. I don't remember them as individuals, as young 
women with parents and siblings, with pets at home. I knew nothing of their 
experience outside of the sorority house, of nothing that would have made them 
seem like better people to me--things like pain or sorrow, or embarrassment, or 
even something simple like sincerity or compassion. Everything I experienced as a 
houseboy was defined by where I worked, and I only saw the girls as they came in 
through the kitchen and dining room. My judgment was colored by the few girls 
that were insensitive or rude, who treated me like a functionary first and a person 
second. 
After the first formative incidents--like with Jenny and the peanut butter, or 
Gretchen and the kitchenette clean-up--it was easy to lump the girls all together as 
potentially troublesome. Those moments hurt, and I was staggered that no one 
else seemed to notice the unfairness: the girls could do mostly as they pleased, 
while Steve and I were held to a rigid routine. And these were young women from 
my background, like the girls with whom I went to high school. 
I can see now that our houseboy jobs were defined as service to the girls, 
which meant that responsibility rested with us. Mrs. Coyne couldn't enforce the 
girls' ethics because she had lost her authority years before, the girls chafing at the 
prescriptive influence the house mother had over their social lives. So when the 
girls acted poorly in Mrs. Coyne's shrunken world of the kitchen and dining room, 
there was nothing she could do but make sure the houseboys cleaned everything 
up. Often times her anger at the girls was spent on us. 46 
I never knew Mrs. Coyne to go upstairs, unless it was to see about 
something of the house, like a broken shower head or a stuck window. The girls 
called her "Mrs. Coyne" and gave her the respect due as the house mother, but I 
understood that she had no influence over what they chose to do socially. The 
only time I ever heard Mrs. Coyne make a judgment about the girls came from her 
outsider's point of view. One Saturday afternoon the girls needed to get food ready 
in a hurry for an ice-cream social. They had put off the preparation until it was 
almost too late, and were rushing around the kitchen while Steve and I watched 
with Mrs. Coyne. 
"They can't ever do anything like it's supposed to be done," she said, "but 
they always seem to bring things off when they have to." 
That moment is representative of the three of us in relation to the girls, as 
we stood on the outside and watched them whirl through their own orbit. We 
really had no importance to them beyond what we did for them, and that probably 
hurt Mrs. Coyne as much as it did me. 
If you take my advice, you'll look back on this experience and only see the 
good parts, like living three blocks from campus, or getting fed every day. You'll 
also remember the girls who were nice, the ones who didn't let the job or their 
Greek letters get in the way of seeing you as a person. And you'll do the same, 
taking the time to talk to the girls as the young women they are, rather than 
hurriedly getting them what they want so you can continue to avoid any contact 
with them. Don't feel like I did, that the girls who are rude deserve some kind of 
punishment, that life will make them hurt, too. If you do, you'll never be able to 
see past your own prejudices. 
Good luck, houseboy. 